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Volunteer
When I get home from work at the hospital I phone my friend
Donna to bend her ear. "This was the worst day yet," I begin like
always.
"You said that last week," Donna says.
"I can’t help it. It was the real worst." Then I tell her about
feeding soup to a man who had two broken arms and one leg
hanging from chains over his bed. "It was awful," I say. "Hot
alphabet soup. I spilled at least half of every spoonful. He was a
mess." Then I think of him lying there, his chest strewn with little
letters that no one could make sense of. "I’m a disaster in pink," I
tell Donna. "I’m pathetic."
"I hope I never have to be on your floor," she answers. I
think how at first the man tried to help, pushing his head out a
little toward the spoon when he saw it coming. Then he just lay
back against the pillows and let it fall all over. "Don’t worry about
it," he said as I wiped him with a towel. "It’s only soup."
"You don’t have to do that shit, Martha," Donna says. "I mean
it’s not like you’re even getting paid to. You’re loco. We’ve got
that geometry test tomorrow. Now when are you going to study?"
*

*

*

The first week I’d told her the worst part was the uniform they
made me wear. Pink and white striped pinafores. Give me a
break. I’d look at myself in the mirror and laugh.
But now, the uniform is nothing. My one white blouse is
already in shreds, an elbow ripped out, tom shoulder seams, buttons
lost forever. Good riddance. I toss it in the trash and find a white
turtleneck in my mom’s drawer. Last week I replaced the white
knee socks with a pair of my old black tights. Both my sneakers
have huge holes over the big toes. But no one on my floor cares.
They have important stuff to worry about.
When eveiyone’s been fed and the trays cleared away, I can
sign out. I come home dead tired, my knees throbbing.
"What about that homework?" my mother yells from the
kitchen.
"I’m going right up to do it," I say. "Don’t panic."
Sometimes I spread the books out on my desk and open them
to the chapters we’ve been assigned Then I stand there looking
down at them, the little light bulb illuminating just the big black
letters of the headings: The Old World’s Greatest Pharaohs, Using
the Quadratic Equation, The Present Perfect Tense.
I pull the rubber band off my pony tail, unbutton the two
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stupid buttons of the pinafore, and pitch it in the comer over the
face of my old doll, Miss Whiney Wanda. Pick her up, and she
cries. Drop her on her head in the comer, she cries. Put
something over her face and she shuts up.
*

*

*

One night Donna and I listen to a Lenny Bruce album called
What I Was Arrested For. It’s something I found in my mother’s
bottom drawer, underneath some old nightgowns and the dirty joke
book she and my father must have laughed their guts out over.
My mother has grown so serious in the ten years since my father
died that it’s hard to picture them as they must have been in the
old days, lying in bed, reading jokes, giggling, kicking the covers
around.
"Hey, we could cut an album like this, " says Donna. "I mean
with the same title, huh?"
We’re drinking gin and Fresca. It’s awful. "Lenny Bruce was
a friggin’ genius," I say. "OK, wait, wait. Now listen to this."
To is a preposition. Come is a verb. To come. The verb
intransitive.
I live in a state of perpetual groundedness. We hang around
with the wrong crowd, Donna’s mother keeps telling her. We’re in
too big a hurry to grow up--that’s what my mother says. I don’t
know what the truth is. All I knew is that some nights nothing
can stop me. Carrying my holey sneakers in one hand, I tiptoe
down to the basement, then climb up on the washing machine, and
squeeze myself out through a small window. I have to suck in my
breath to pull my belly and hips through.
Then the car. My mother’s little bubble-mobile, an old black
VW. I let off the emergency brake, run around to the back, and
start pushing. Just as it gets rolling down the hill of our driveway,
I hop in. I’m halfway down the block and already shifting into
third, my heart pumping in an unwinnable race with itself, before I
even turn the key.
I pick up Donna who waits under a big elm at the end of her
street The last time there was a big orange moon. She’d brought
a mason jar of diet rootbeer and gin. She shook it up. La
Cucaracha, she sang. We’d done all this a few times before and
we thought it would never get old.
I drove us across the state line to a truckstop where boys
who’d graduated a year or two ago liked to come late at night in
their souped-up cars. I was in love with one or maybe two of
them.
"Let’s count all the laws we’re breaking," Donna said. She’d
drunk half the jar already.
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"Driving with no license; that’s one," I said.
"Good, ok. Being over the state line. Isn’t that bad? Yeah,
that’s bad. Being out after curfew. But we’ve been up on that one
before. How many’s that?"
"You forgot being intoxicated," I said.
"Well, yes, sure, there’s always that."
Gluteus Maximus and Pectoral Majors Nitely. Now that’s
clean. To you, schmuck, but it’s dirty to the Latins, Lenny is
saying. We roll over on our backs and laugh.
Before the cops caught up with us that last time, we’d been
kissing some boys in the parking lot. The moon was low, right
over our shoulders. I never knew what to do when a tongue came
into my mouth. Did I let it touch my tongue?
Donna didn’t know the answer either. We’d stopped to pee
somewhere, still in the wrong state, as we discovered later.
"Hey, we’re two sheets in the wind," she called from behind
her bush.
"Shit, that’s not a laundry thing," I called back. "That’s a
sailing thing. Two sheets to the wind. Get it. We’re blown
away."
That’s when we saw the red light whirling. I still had to pee
some more.
"Oh God," Donna said. "Not again."
Yeah, Grandma Moses’ tits and Norman Rockwell’s ass. Draw
my ass and win a Buick, Lenny says like a gameshow host It’s
one of my favorite bits.
In the police station Donna missed the chair when she tried to
sit down, which looked bad for us, since we’d been denying the
fact of our drinking. We’d left the mason jar behind a bush in the
other state.
"Now, this is the third time for you girls," the sergeant said.
"Know what that means?"
We just stared at our hands.
"It means a big waste of taxpayer money, that’s what. It
means court time."
A classic Bruce line floats down from the stereo shelf: Some
dead time in purgatory. God, for a funny guy, he was so smooth.
*

*

*

"It was horrible today," I tell Donna, having survived another
week.
"Yeah, so what else is new?"
They brought this boy in tonight. He was a mess, I mean a
total mess. Big patches of what looked like mud all over him, but
it wasn’t mud. It was dried blood. Nurse Jacobs told me what
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happened. How he’d been lying for hours in a ditch somewhere.
She said I should take his parents some coffee. They were
standing outside his door like a couple of zombies. So I hand
them the coffees. Like that’s my big job, right? The cops found
his motorcycle up the road a hundred yards from where he was.
"My mother won’t let me near a motorcycle," Donna says.
"She freaks."
"But wait, I’m coming to the worst part. So then I’m standing
there talking to the mother, and her hands are shaking so bad she’s
spilling coffee all over her fur coat, when this intern comes out of
the guy’s room, and then he kind of looks around. You know, like
he’s looking for someone. Then he looks right at me. You, he
says. Maybe you’ll know how to get this thing off. Come on in
here.”
"Oh Jeez, Martha," Donna says.
"Yeah, so I follow him in, and there are maybe ten doctors
and all sorts of people around his bed. Machines bleeping from all
directions. And they make a little space for me right up beside
him. They’d just finished cutting off his boots with an electric
knife or something. Can you believe that? They were split wide
open.
"So what were you supposed to do? I don’t get it"
"Well then I hear someone say, ‘Hey, she’s a teenager. Maybe
she can get that ID bracelet off.’ And they’re pointing at this
blood-caked thing on his arm. They couldn’t x-ray him, they said,
till they got it off. Everyone’s hurrying me like crazy and so I just
lean over and find the clasp, which I could barely feel for all the
blood and gunk. It was one of those kinds where you have to
press the two little edges in, you know.
So I did. I pressed really
hard and it just fell right off his arm."
"Was he cute?" Donna asks.
"Cute, schmoot," I say, suddenly realizing I only saw his face
for a second. But why? Didn’t I havethe guts to look? Then I
remember how when die bracelet came loose, I felt
all thebodies
around the bed let out a breath together, a sigh.
"Toooo much," says Donna. "What a place."
"Yeah," I say, feeling how tired I am, standing in the hallway,
still wearing my black tights and white turdeneck.
*

*

*

Part of the triumvirate agreement-between my mother, the
Vice Principal, and Jerry, my probation officer-was a weekly note
my mother was to write to each of the other two, and which I was
to take to my weekly meeting with each. One more strike and
you're out, my mother told me. That’s what the sergeant told her,
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and she believed it. She believed out meant the Girls’ Juvenile
Detention Center, and one afternoon she’d drive me by it.
"Where are we going?" I demanded.
She pulled the bug over to the side of the road. "Right here.
There it is," she said. "Think about it, Martha."
It was a tall, yellow-brick building that looked like it could
have belonged years ago to someone filthy rich. A real mansion.
A little stream ran past it The grass all around was so green and
neat But the black iron fence with the lethal looking spikes on
top was definitely bad news. I looked over at her.
"I don’t know what I’d do if you were gone. I just don’t
know." She had her hands on the steering wheel and looked
straight ahead like we were still driving.
She wrote out this week’s note right in front of me, reading it
as she went along: Martha is trying to improve her attitude.
There’s less backtal/c, but still too much frowning. She did her
homework every night this week - "Except for Tuesday when I
worked late," I reminded her. - every night this week but one. Tm
watching her closely.
*

*

*

No one had made me start working at the hospital. It was my
idea. For nine years we’ve lived kitty comer to the emergency
entrance, and I’ve never gotten used to the ambulance sirens. It
wasn’t so much remembering how they’d come for my father and
the long night that ended in his death. I’d been just a kid, and I
didn’t dwell on those days much anymore. But lately-when I hear
the sirens wailing, I can’t help imagining the tragedies being
dragged out the back doors of ambulances: knife wounds, bashed-in
skulls, and hearts gone haywire. Often, on my way home from
school, I walk past and see an ambulance pull up. Everyone in the
parking lot goes into a kind of fast-speed motion, the stretcher
wheeled out and then in the big sliding glass doors in one quick
fluid movement. Everyone knows what to do.
The first months I was there I was sent to a different floor
every week. I wore the white socks then and kept my uniform as
clean as the other girls’ did, though I didn’t iron it. Candy
Stripper, my mother’d written by mistake on one of her notes to
Jeny, and he thought that was the funniest thing. "So tell me, just
what does a candy stripper do?" he said, laughing and laughing.
After a couple months, I started to ask to work on this one
floor, 2 West, the orthopedic floor. The patients there, most of
them, could talk. They d speak to you when you came in the
room. It wasn t like 4 North, where the old people were, where at
least once on every shift I’d ever worked there we’d have a closing
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of all the doors. This meant they were wheeling out a body. No
one was supposed to see the body go by with the sheet pulled up
over its face. But everyone knew. I was sent around to close all
the doors and told to stay at the end of the hallway, in the last
closed-up room. I’d stand by the door and hear the stretcher roll
past
But on 2 West I felt useful. I made beds. I rubbed lotion
into backs. I wheeled people out onto the sundeck. I fed them. I
brought them bed-pans and took bed-pans away. I watered flowers
and plumped pillows. But mostly I listened to their stories in
strange installments. One day I’d hear where everything began, and
then more sad chapters unfolded as the days and weeks blurred by.
I’d fold sheets and blankets and nod, as if I could understand it all,
as if the stories somehow really did add up to something.
One day I asked the volunteer supervisor, Mrs. Martin, to have
that floor regularly. She looked at me as though thinking it over.
I’d been working for four months, which, as she pointed out, was
longer than most girls lasted. And it was true. I knew two who’d
quit after their first week. A hospital was a place where people
bled and filled metal pans with excrement. Not everyone could
accept that "OK," Mrs. Martin said finally. "If that’s what you
want."
Up on 2 West the nurses knew me now. Martha, they’d say,
run this down to the lab and bring us a couple of cokes on the
way back. Nurse Jacobs was the boss, and lately she’d given me
this new duty to do every day. It was the actual worst, I knew.
Beyond comparison. I hadn’t told Donna about it
It started one afternoon with me bringing cans of pop to the
nurses on break. "Hey, maybe Martha can take a coke to the
ballerina," said this nurse named Gloria. "You know her? The
one in 288?"
"Ok, " I said, though I’d never been in that room. Everyone
called it the Bums Room. I opened the can and put in a little
bendable straw. The other nurses all looked at me briefly, then
headed off to the lounge behind the big desk of the nurses’ station.
I started down the hall.
"Hold on a second, Martha," Nurse Jacobs called. She had a
serious look on her face. "You ever been in there before?"
"No," I said. There was a big sign on the door: No one
admitted but family.
"Well, it’s not easy for any of us to go in there." She turned
the straw around in the can I was holding. "It takes getting used
to. The smell I mean. I just want you to know. It’s this salve
she’s got to soak in."
I nodded.

50

"She had third degree bums over most of her body. She’s just
hanging on."
"Was she a real ballerina?" I asked.
"That’s what her mother told us one night. She used to be in
training with that company, I forget the name. You know, that one
downtown?"
"Wow," I said and turned to walk toward the room. I heard
my sneakers squeak on the clean grey tiles. I opened the door
slowly and started in. That’s when I felt the smell pour over me.
It took my breath away. I sucked in hard and heard the door click
shut behind me. I put both hands around the cold can of coke.
I don’t know what I’d been expecting-just a regular old steel
bed, I guess. But the girl before me was floating in a huge metal
box. A little silver rubber pillow was under her head, another
under her hips, and one under the two sticks that were her ankles.
I couldn’t move. I just stood there and tried to let my eyes adjust
to the dim light. The smell was the thick presence of medicine
trying to cover up something rotting, flesh that was no longer alive
but not yet dead. I couldn’t get over how pale she was, and how
she could just lie there like that, like so many twigs on the surface
of a murky pond.
Then I took a few steps toward her and saw her blue eyes
straining up from the red-blistered face to find me, to see who it
was who had entered her room.
"How about a coke?" I asked like a damned fool. I moved a
little closer. I watched the tips of my dingy sneakers take one
step, then another.
Then I was standing over her, directing the ridiculous twisty
straw down to her lips. The blue of her eyes was the lightest I’d
ever seen. She took a small sip and watched me. I could see the
little bump in her throat go up and down.
I held the can and tried not to look at the rest of her, tried to
keep my eyes from straying over the red-streaks, the open sores
and blisters. I concentrated on keeping my hand steady. I looked
at my feet and told her my name. Then I told her she was on the
best floor. Everyone here was ok, I said. She sipped and sipped.
The little straw wiggled. I said some stuff about school-stupid
quizzes every Friday. Drivers Ed-how dumb that was. She didn’t
say anything, but she watched my face, and when the can was
empty and I’d started to go, she blinked her eyelids three times.
Maybe that meant goodbye, I thought
*

*

*

In January, when the new semester begins, I find myself in
this class called Accelerated Biology. We start right off on
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genetics, and I’m in hog heaven. Fruit flies are buzzing all over
the place. The other girls giggle in their lame little way. After
we’ve covered genetics, the teacher says, we can design our own
experiments. I think up this one involving baby chicks, which the
teacher says he’ll have to order for me. Then one day they arrive,
a big box of fifty chirping little fluff-balls. For my experiment I
have to pull back the skin on their necks and inject them with
hormones, different dosages. I keep incredibly accurate records in
my very best penmanship.
At home I don’t feel much like sneaking out anymore, at least
not with the car and that whole big production. But when the
weather starts to warm up again, sometimes I crawl out the
window, and me and Donna walk down to the river. Once or
twice we meet a couple boys there, but mostly we just sit under a
crooked willow and watch the barges slodge by. They move so
slowly that if you look straight at one, you can’t see it move at all,
but if you look at it, then look away, you can tell when you see it
again that it’s gone a few yards. I don’t talk much about the
hospital now. Donna says it’s too depressing.
By June our six months probation will be up, and the thought
of a whole beautiful summer of real freedom stretched out before
us is like a warm gust of wind on these cool spring evenings. My
mother has made this deal with me: no more trouble and I can get
my driver’s license.
Lately it seems everybody’s been offering me deals to behave.
Like the vice principal arranging for me to take this one fast-track
class if I promised to never again skip French class or forge
another she-was-oh-so-sick note from my mother. My probation
officer says I can just call in once a week now instead of having
to walk way downtown on Mondays after school. All I have to do
for him is "keep my nose clean."
The deals have a lot of plusses on my end, and few draw
backs that I can tell. Besides, for some time now I’ve been
considering a path that runs a little closer to the straight and
narrow, but I don’t see that anyone really needs to know that.
*

*

*

"You’re not actually planning to work upstairs looking like
that?" Mrs. Martin asks me.
"I’ve just popped into her office to sign the book. Most of the
time she never even looks up from her desk to see who it is.
"What?" I ask, as if I don’t know what she means. I have my
hair in a red bandanna. No socks and my uniform is filthy. So’s
the white t-shirt I have on, though she can’t see the back where
there’s this picture of the Grateful Dead.
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"I said you’re not going in people’s rooms dressed so . . . so
. . . inappropriately.” She puts her pencil down as if that’s the end
of i t
"But they’re expecting me. I mean, well, I have things to do
up there."
"We expect better from our girls." She pauses and looks at
me as if I’m from another galaxy. "Are you even wearing a slip?"
"It was in the wash," I say.
"Martha, I want you to turn right around and go home. It
sounds more like you need to do a little laundry today than to
come in here to work. Throw that uniform in while you’re at it."
I cross my name off the line where I’ve just written it down.
I cross it off hard, almost ripping a hole in the page.
Walking out from her office and down the hall, I begin to
think that I should at least go upstairs and let them know I can’t
work today.
Nurse Jacobs smiles when she sees me. "Martha, that guy in
232 wants a backrub. And he asked for you special."
"I can’t stay," I say. "I’m inappropriately dressed."
She shakes her head. "I’ve got two aides out and one nurse
who has to leave three hours early, and I really need you to help
give some baths today. Lordy, Lordy. Let me think a minute."
Then she snaps her fingers and pulls open the big bottom
drawer of her desk. She takes out a pair of white nurses’ shoes.
"My spare pair. Think these’ll fit?"
I nod.
"OK, hurry up. Come on with me."
I follow her in to the back room where she opens a coat
closet, shoves some hangers around, and pulls out a white smock.
"Let me see the pinafore," she says.
I unbutton it and hand it to her.
She looks at me standing there in my undies. "I guess you
need a slip too." She turns the pinafore inside out. "Here, wear it
backwards. This side’s cleaner." She hands it to me, then pulls
down her half slip from under her uniform and steps out of it.
"And put this on."
When I get back down to Mrs. Martin’s office, she’s on the
phone. "Yes, I understand you’re short-handed," she’s saying.
"Maybe I can find another girl to send up there. We just can’t
have that sort of sloppiness
Her head pops up like it’s on a spring when she sees me.
"Well, yes, here she is now. All right, Nurse, it’s your floor."
I write my name neatly in the book. Mrs. Martin just goes on
reading some papers like she’s so busy. "See ya later," I say.
I take the stairs back up and as soon as I open the stairwell
door and step onto 2 West, I know something’s wrong. Everyone’s
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moving too fast A blue light is flashing over the Bums Room.
At the desk Nurse Jacobs is saying over and over into the phone,
"Code Blue-Room 288.” When she sees me, she motions me over
and hands me the phone. "Keep saying it," she says, "just keep it
up."
I start. Code Blue-Room 288. It’s like a chant. I hear
people click on and off the line, but no voice ever speaks. Nurse
Jacobs pulls a cart toward the room. I keep my voice at a slow
steady pace, but my heart’s way ahead at another. The hallway
fills up with people in white coats.
I think of the girl’s blue eyes, how pain had lightened and
softened them. Last week I’d talked to her about a rock concert I’d
seen on tv. At the end all the guys threw their guitars right out at
the audience. All night there’d been this build-up of energy, I’d
told her, and it had to go someplace. There was smoke and flames
as the electricity short-circuited, but I didn’t mention that. She’d
squirmed a little on her pillows, making the water swirl up around
her.
I keep repeating the room number. How long I don’t know.
The syllables settle into a beat I feel all the way to my toes. Then
a doctor comes by and says I can hang up now. A line of whitecoated strangers follows him to the elevator.
When Nurse Jacobs comes out of the room she just looks at
me and says nothing.
Then Gloria comes over. "I suppose we should close all the
doors," she says.
"Want me to?" I ask and hear the strangeness in my voice.
"Come back then when you’re done, Martha. We’ll wait for
you." Nurse Jacobs lifts her hand a little.
The borrowed white shoes don’t make a sound in the hallway.
One by one I swing shut the doors, darkening the hallway.
I’m not sure why they’re all waiting for me, but when I turn
back at the end of the hall and see them all there by the desk, I
know. I come up and stand with them.
Nurse Jacobs nods to the orderly who’s been standing outside
the door of the Bums Room. I feel a hand reach for my hand,
and take it; then someone else takes my other hand. When the
stretcher rolls out, we just stand like that and watch it go by. The
doors of the elevator close, but we stand a while longer.
Then I’m sent to open the doors again, so we can go back to
our work. I open the door on the slipped disc. I open the door
on the pelvic fracture, the crushed knee. Light from their rooms
pours back into the hallway. There are bed sores to sponge,
elbows to cream and bottoms to powder. In my clean comfortable
shoes, I move across the immaculate grey tiles and make not a
sound in the world.
Van
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